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While Mexican president Lázaro Cárdenas del Río is best remembered for agrarian 
reform, the nationalization of Mexican oil, and the welcoming of refugees of the 
Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), it is his government’s attitude towards Mexican 
migration and the Mexican community in the United States which is at the centre 
of this fascinating study by Alanís Enciso. First published in Spanish as the 
author’s doctoral dissertation in 2007, the study is still the definitive account of 
the repatriation of Mexicans and Americans of Mexican descent after the Great 
Depression called into question not only the economic future of the United States 
but also the status of Mexican immigrants. In this time of economic crisis and 
massive unemployment, many Mexican workers seemed to have overstayed their 
welcome. But what was the position of the Mexican government and did the state 
extend a helping hand to those nationals in need on the other side of the border?
Using Mexican and American documents, many of which have not been 
studied before, the author highlights in the eight insightful chapters of his 
book the many connections between Mexican immigration and emigration and 
carefully examines the repatriation schemes of the Cárdenas administration. Thus, 
Alanís Enciso very convincingly contradicts a romantic and nationalistic view of 
Mexican policy efforts concerning its nationals living in the United States in the 
years after 1929. The author deftly separates rhetoric from actual policies and 
argues that the Cárdenas government had no consistent repatriation policy. The 
invitation extended to Mexicans-in-need to come home was matched neither by 
lasting political efforts nor by the provision of funds. In fact, as Alanís Enciso 
reminds us, Mexico would never have been able to answer the needs of a massive 
return migration. This would have required extensive planning and government 
action, and none of this the Cárdenas administration could afford. So, eventually, 
all the government could really do was convince Mexicans who sought to leave 
the United States that “they should stay there.” 
This makes for a wonderful book title, which furthermore sums up the 
pragmatic attitude of the president, who resorted to symbolic action and hoped 
create unity and rally support for his policies. Repatriation thus became a 
“nationalist emblem” (p. 123) and was directed more at Mexicans at home than 
at those abroad. During this time, Cárdenas had been harshly criticized for other 
immigration policies; for instance, even though it had been planned for since 
1938, the arrival of Spanish refugees in mid-June 1939 elicited strong reactions by 
different sectors of Mexican society. While intellectuals welcomed the Spanish, 
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organizations that represented urban and agricultural workers were more skeptical 
and the Catholic Church and the Right even resented the presence of the “red” 
arrivals. Immigration to Mexico was then very present in everyday political 
discussions. 
It is important to remember that the government of Cárdenas had more insight 
into Mexican emigration and immigration than any previous government: When 
Cárdenas assumed the Mexican presidency on December 1, 1934, he had served 
four years as governor of the state of Michoacán, which still today has a large 
number of citizens living in the United States. Due to this experience, Cárdenas was 
well acquainted with the problems of the Mexican community; also, the president-
to-be, hand-picked by former president Plutarco Elías Calles, had paid special 
attention to the Mexican community in the United States during his campaign. 
Cárdenas knew that Mexicans had experienced racism and hardship well before 
1929, although both certainly had increased during this period of economic crisis. 
And he eventually sought to alleviate their situation by negotiating directly with the 
state authorities of California and Texas in 1939 and 1940 respectively. Mexicans 
were not only unemployed, they were also increasingly losing the jobs they had 
held working on projects which had been funded by the federal government as 
part of the Works Progress Administration. By 1939, an impressive number of 
Mexican consulates in the United States reported on families willing to return 
to Mexico as soon as possible due to their inability to find employment (p. 102) 
under  the New Deal. 
It is fascinating to read how the Cárdenas government attempted to learn 
more about the Mexican nationals living in the United States by commissioning 
Ramón Beteta, then Undersecretary of Foreign Relations, to examine the situation 
of Mexican migrants and, eventually, organize the process of repatriation. This 
was not meant to be, as Beteta wrote, “a campaign or crusade for repatriation,” but 
an attempt to set up a system that would allow migrants to return gradually. But, 
as Alanís Enciso points out in his book, there were many reasons why Mexican 
migrants would choose not to return: their children born in the United States were 
reluctant to leave the only home they had known, they wanted to finish school, 
or stay close to their friends. The Mexican government never developed a legal 
category or concept to apply to the children of Mexican nationals born in the 
United States who were thus U.S. citizens. And then there was a general lack of 
confidence in the Mexican government, which, interestingly enough, made many 
Mexicans think twice about returning to Mexico. 
This mistrust was well-founded, as the fascinating fate of agricultural colony 
“18 de marzo” in Tamaulipas demonstrates. The two chapters which Alanís Enciso 
devotes to the development of this agricultural project for Mexican repatriates 
from Texas reveal the disconnect between the Cárdenas administration’s grand 
plans and their lack of funds, which often left the new settlers to cope with 
massive financial, ecological, and political problems on their own. Founded in 
1939, it was the first large colony of repatriates, but  already in 1940 the settlers 
suffered from hunger and despair, which the government only reluctantly moved 
to alleviate. The colony nevertheless managed to survive and it exists to this  day, 
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although readers must wonder whether the first settlers would not have been better 
had they “stayed there.” Alanís Enciso has written a superb account of the history 
of repatriation, which deserves more readers now that it has been published in 
English. 
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In this important study of black migration, racial displacement, and colonization 
efforts between 1780 and 1865, Ikuko Asaka details the ways that formerly enslaved 
peoples’ migration within North America and their transnational displacement 
was based on settler motivations and determinist justifications that black peoples 
were “best suited” for labour within tropical climates. “Versions of the doctrine 
that ‘blacks naturally belong in the tropics,’” Asaka writes, “operated on multiple 
levels on free black populations, serving not only to justify their dislocation to 
tropical regions but to legitimate their peripheral economic and social positions 
in the metropoles and on continental frontiers” (p. 22). Throughout, she closely 
examines efforts in the mid-nineteenth century—and famously, Abraham Lincoln’s 
efforts during the American Civil War—to send emancipated and contraband 
black populations to foreign tropical climates. Supported by an archival study of 
provincial and abolitionist newspapers; official correspondences between colonial 
officers in Canada, Britain, and the United States; company papers prepared by the 
Sierra Leone Company; government records from the Maritimes; and historical 
writings from prominent abolitionists such as Mary Ann Shadd Cary, Asaka 
concludes that black people were incentivized to emigrate to foreign tropical 
regions such as Liberia, Sierra Leone, the West Indies, and Panama, or denied land 
ownership in the western United States in order to safeguard white settlement, 
development, and domination over indigenous territories in North America.
Thinking with the work of Canadian critical geographer Katherine McKittrick, 
Asaka theorizes the history of black peoples in North America as a “geographic 
story”—that is, one that cannot be fully understood without understanding the 
complex patterns of black migration in the late eighteenth and early-to-mid-
nineteenth centuries, as well as the layered forces of white supremacy impacting 
such movement. Foregrounding the histories of black migration during the period, 
as well as mid-nineteenth-century colonization attempts, Asaka discusses the ways 
that discourses of black freedom figured as a “geographic condition marked by 
racial difference and climatic character” (p. 3). Here, she shows, black settlement 
opportunities were eclipsed by white desires to hold viable land in temperate regions 
and to segregate black people onto lands that were hot, demanding, and exploited 
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